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Abstract 
In Vietnam, consumers and buyers show strong concerns on safe vegetable quality. Yet, control of vegetable safety is 
difficult in a situation of small-scale farming. Concerning linking farmers to market, many studies emphasized the vital 
role of farmer organization, but few studies focus on the specific activities of quality control by collective action. This 
paper aims to describe the present patterns of collective action by vegetable farmers involved in the development of 
vegetable safety, with a special focus on quality control. It is based on case studies of nine vegetable organizations. The 
study concludes that group leadership and farmers’ sense of responsibility are the main ways for current Vietnamese 
farmer organizations to ensure producing a high-quality product associated with long-term acquaintance as well as the 
same residence area of the farmers because they cherish their reputation. 
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1. Introduction  
In Vietnam, consumers and buyers show a strong concern for vegetable quality, especially safety: 88.5% of 
Hanoi residents are worried about the quality of vegetables due to the increasing use of agrochemical inputs. 
Vegetables indeed represent the second foodstuff in volume (Figuié, 2003). The government has issued 
regulations and protocols on safe vegetable production and a series of farmers’ training activities have been 
organized by the Hanoi Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, as well as different non-
governmental organizations. The control of vegetable safety nevertheless remains a major problem, especially 
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because of the small-scale nature of farming in Vietnam. According to the data of the Vietnam Household 
Living Standard Survey of General Statistics Office in 2006, average farm size per household is 1.7 ha in the 
whole country, 0.6 hectare in the Red River delta and 1.8 ha in the Mekong River delta, while median values 
are, respectively, 0.9, 0.6 and 1.2 hectare. Farmers’ collective action in the area of quality control could be an 
efficient way to enable economies of scale and reduce the cost of quality control. The farmer organizations in 
Vietnam are in transition after the market mechanism replaced the central planned mechanism (Dao, Moustier 
and Dao, 2008). Collective action is still new in Hanoi and the farmer organizations of safe vegetables are 
young. Thus, to understand how they work on quality control, it would be helpful to find out the proper way 
for quality control on vegetable production.  
Collective action can be defined as the coordination of agents sharing a goal or a common set of goals. The 
objective of collective action, that is, the common interests of the members of the group, is the provision of 
public goods through the collaboration of two or more individuals. Collective action can create economies of 
scale in access to various resources, generate collective or public goods such as a reputation for quality, reduce 
transaction costs or market imperfections and improve bargaining power (Bosc et al., 2001; Hoff, Braverman 
and Stiglitz, 1993).  
Collective action may facilitate access to markets by increasing farmers’ bargaining power with traders, 
facilitating access to resources for marketing, joint quality control, certification and labeling. Yet, collective 
action is challenging, especially because of possible bureaucratic costs, mismanagement and free-riding 
behavior on the part of members (Olson, 2000 edition). Collective action will function better if the governance 
of groups is clear, in terms of conditions of entry, rules, decision-making processes, incentives and sanctions 
(Ostrom, 1990). 
Economies of scale could be generated by collective action to help individual farmers gain access to 
information, resources and services with lower cost (Dao, Moustier and Dao 2008). Many scholars have 
demonstrated the social and economic role of farmer collective action (Bosc et al., 2001; Hoff, Braverman and 
Stiglitz, 1993). Many studies also highlight consumers’ demand for high-quality food products and their 
increasing concern on food safety (Brunso et al, 2002 cited by Gracia and Magistris 2008; Nouhoheflin et al, 
2007). The case study in Kenya and India shows the significant role of collective action and public-private 
partnerships in ensuring that smallholders are retained in the supply chain of export markets by meeting food 
safety standards (Narrod et al, 2009). This paper will describe the existence and diversity of activities 
pertaining to quality control by farmer organizations in Vietnam, mostly in domestic markets. 
2. Method  
According to the inventory of the producers’ network in Hanoi, the nine farmer organizations for safe 
vegetable production selected are from Dong Anh district (four groups), Soc Son district (two groups), Hoai 
Duc district (two groups) and Gia Lam district (one group). All of them have a certificate for safe vegetable 
production issued by the government. The heads of farmer organizations are interviewed with a questionnaire. 
The contents of the interview include the history of the group, characteristics of members, functions and 
activities of the association, group governance (conditions of entry, rules and standards, including production 
protocols, internal monitoring, enforcing and decision-making), external control, marketing and general 
appreciation of collective action.  
In the survey, since the number of farmer organizations in market mechanisms is still limited, it took time 
to select the sample and get the details. In addition, there are not many statistics and records for the activities 
of farmer organizations. Thus, the information collected mainly depends on the heads’ memory, which 
requires the heads to be interviewed. The person doing the interviewing should be patient, talkative, active and 
familiar with each member. For most organizations interviewed, we had to talk with the heads two or three 
times to get the data. 
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3. Results  
First, we provide basic information on the groups in terms of history, status, size and crops. The 
governance of the group in terms of condition of entry and decision-making is presented in another section. 
Then, we present the main activities performed collectively, including marketing. The following section 
focuses on the organization of safe vegetable quality control. Finally, the advantages and disadvantages of 
collective action as perceived by farmers are outlined. 
3.1. General characteristics of farmer organizations 
When talking about farmer organizations, there are various forms in the survey, including association, 
cooperative and group (which is part of a cooperative). Farmer organizations will be used to unify their names 
in the analysis. In total, there are two organizations as a cooperative, one as an association and five as groups. 
All the organizations interviewed in the survey were legally registered and with a safe vegetable certificate. 
The size of the organizations varies greatly, from 12 households to 1500 households due to their different 
forms.  
The full name of the Dao Duc cooperative is Dao Duc cooperative on safe vegetable production and 
commercialization, which was created by Mrs. Do Thi Lien in April 2003. She is also the head of this 
cooperative. There are 225 contract farmers with a contract between them and the cooperative and 20 of them 
are official members and contribute a share while the rest work as satellite members. The Ba Chu cooperative 
is named as a safe vegetable production and distribution cooperative. It is created by the agriculture 
cooperative and the people’s committee of the commune. The size is smaller, with 22 households at present. 
Dong Xuan safe vegetable production is an alliance group and does not belong to the cooperative. It is created 
by a farmer association, district farming office, with stimulation from the ADDA project. Its members grew 
from 90 households in 2002 to 150 households nowadays. It is the one with the highest growth ratio. Usually, 
the size of the group did not change much in the survey.  
All farmer organizations came into existence after 2000. Most of them were created by NGOs and/or local 
government, which is an outside force, and two of them were initiated by local farmers who associated. 
Usually, farmers in the same group or cooperative are neighbors or live in the same hamlet with long-term 
knowledge ranging around ten years. The maximum area planted with vegetables per household across 
organizations ranges from 540 m2 to around 10000 m2 and most of the areas are bigger than 1000 m2. The 
minimum is from 48 m2 to 1440 m2. 
Farmers are engaged in planting rice, maize and vegetables. Those in Phuong Bang, Tien Le and Van Tri 
organizations only do vegetable planting. Although the kinds of vegetables are diverse and different across 
villages and groups, some varieties are common, such as cabbage, kohlrabi, tomato, green mustard and sweet 
mustard. Non-farm activities are not popular in these organizations and their share of income varies from 5% 
to about 37%. Farmers in the Van Tri group switched from non-farm activity to vegetable production. Those 
in Dong Xuan and Trung Na groups don’t have many non-farm activities.  
3.2. Group governance 
Conditions of entry 
For joining the group, common standards (such as age above 18, planting vegetables, engaging in safe 
vegetable production) exist to select the members. In general, farmers who want to join the groups still need to 
submit a written application, except in Trang Na and Dong Xa.  
Not all groups require their members to contribute a share. In Dong Xuan, each household is required to 
pay 100,000 VND (=6 US dollars) as fund raising and the members receive share dividends every year 
equivalent to the bank interest. In the Dao Duc cooperative, a share is required in the regulations of the 
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cooperative. In the beginning, each new member contributed 5 million VND (=294 US dollars) when entering 
the cooperative. Now, a farmer who desires to participate in the Dao Duc cooperative needs to contribute 
more, that is, 14-15 million VND (=823-882 US dollars).  
In the Van Tri cooperative located in the same district as the Dao Duc cooperative, a share was 3 million 
VND (=176 US dollars) per household initially and 5 million VND (=294 US dollars) per household at 
present. The usage of money includes a delivery service (for instance, buying a truck to deliver vegetables), 
management fee, joint investment (such as nets, semi-processing house) and supplying credit to members if 
needed (for instance, for renting a shop). When a farmer leaves the cooperative, he can get his money back. 
No contract is signed by the cooperative with buyers, but farmers can get a higher price (by 20% to 40%) if 
they have a membership for selling vegetables using the reputation of the cooperative. In Dao Duc and Van 
Tri cooperatives, the residual money after paying for all costs to run the cooperative is given back to the 
members every year.  
Decision-making 
Normally, decisions regarding production and marketing are the responsibility of the group heads or the 
monitoring board in the group. These people organize a meeting to vote on the final agreement. All the group 
leaders are selected for a duration of 1 year, 3 years or 5 years by voting in a group meeting. Two groups, 
Dang Xa and Van Tri, have members who make the decisions themselves on production and marketing based 
on communication and conversation with the heads of groups.  
Usually, meetings involving all members are for general and important issues, including training, contracts, 
marketing, electing the group head, summarizing activities, designing the next vegetable production plan and 
so on. Every group and cooperative has a general meeting at least once per year. If necessary, the meetings 
mainly involving the leading group members or some concerned members on a specific issue are held on an 
ad-hoc basis. Farmers show their positive attitude at the meetings by their high attendance, 70-100% in all the 
groups.  
Functions of FO 
The provision of input services for agricultural production are organized and provided by farmer 
organizations as the “minimum” service to improve the efficiency and support the members (Dao, Moustier 
and Dao, 2008). For the safe vegetable farmer organizations, over half of them provide a purchasing service 
for seeds and fertilizer. Four of them purchase both seeds and fertilizer for their members. In general, training, 
control of production protocol and sharing market information are the most popular activities. However, 
training is not limited to vegetables. Some focus on food crops such as corn. Regarding vegetables, the topics 
of training are IPM, production protocol of vegetables and prevention of and treatment measures for insects 
and diseases of vegetables. These training activities are supported by agriculture institutes or the government 
(Plant Protection Department, PPD), as well as funded by Agricultural Development Denmark Asia projects 
(ADDA). The organizations are responsible for organizing the farmers and they cannot decide on the 
frequency and time, which belong to a certain top-down style.  
Two-thirds of the organizations sign contracts with buyers. Four of them do price setting with buyers, act 
as a vegetable retailer and help members do pre-processing for their vegetables. One-third include water 
pumping, output transport to market, vegetable wholesaling and packaging as part of their functions and 
activities. The main activities across groups are different, but no group is selling members' output with a 
commission as its function or activity. Few groups provide collection and storage service for their members. 
The members of three organizations (Ba Chu, Dao Duc and Van Tri) have an organizational label.  
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Of nine groups interviewed, three have more activities than others. In the Dao Duc cooperative, 16 
different activities represent 78% of all possible choices† of activities proposed in the questionnaire. It is 
followed by the Ba Chu cooperative, which has 14 different kinds of activities (67% of choices). The third one 
is the Dong Xuan group with 11 activities (52% of choices).   
Most farmers harvest the vegetables by themselves and deliver the product to the buyer. Only in the Ba 
Chu cooperative, after receiving an order from a supermarket or canteen based on the contract, do farmers 
need to transport the vegetables to a processing house before selling them to the buyer.  
Farmer organizations of safe vegetable production are not in charge of much marketing. No salaried 
employees or marketing groups do marketing for farmers. The market retailer is still the main buyer for 
farmers who produce safe vegetables. In addition, direct sales to consumers are still important for them. In 
Dang Xa, 70% of the vegetables are sold to collectors.  
The exceptional groups are Ba Chu and Dao Duc cooperatives. The former has contracts with supermarkets 
and canteens and the latter has contracts with supermarkets, primary schools and canteens. Farmers in these 
two groups sell about 50% of their products to supermarkets and canteens. Similarly, both of them have joint 
labeling of their vegetables. In Ba Chu, the information on the label focuses on traceability by displaying the 
name of the production unit, address and telephone number. There is more information, including four 
standards (residues of nitrogen, heavy metals, pathogenic organisms and pesticides), name and address of the 
production location as well as the selling place on the joint labeling in the Dao Duc group. In Van Tri 
cooperative, although there is no contract and members sell all vegetables directly to consumers in the market, 
they can still get a higher price (by 20% to 40%) with the label of the cooperative.   
Although it is said there is no mixing between safe vegetables and normal vegetables in their marketing 
since farmers value their reputation, they also agreed that this cannot be totally confirmed and it is difficult to 
avoid mixing completely just by self-control and because of a lack of specific methods.  
There is no contract between most safe vegetable production groups and buyers and no mechanism for 
setting price and quantity between members. Farmer members have to bargain with buyers themselves to get a 
reasonable price. When asking whether the main buyers can be trusted, most groups don’t show a positive 
attitude. Five of them said they neither agreed nor disagreed with this opinion, one of them disagreed and only 
three groups strongly agreed that they could trust their main buyers.  
4. Quality control of safe vegetables by collective action 
4.1. Rules and standards 
Generally, there are oral or signed specific commitments by the members of the other groups on vegetable 
safety. The standards include the adoption of fertilizer, pesticide, irrigation water and cultivation management. 
Most of them are provided by the agriculture government or by projects. Also, some groups just follow 
general IPM principles.  
There are joint production protocols in the interviewed groups and half of them are translated into 
documents. The protocols are designed by the Centre for Agrarian Systems Research and Development 
(CASRAD, Superchain project), local government (Plant Protection Department, PPD) and Department of 
Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD), or by the Agriculture Development Denmark Asia (ADDA) 
project. For the design by CASRAD, farmers in the groups also contributed and shared their experiences, 
 
 
† Twenty-one choices are provided in the survey: purchase of seeds, purchase of fertilizers, purchase of pesticides, water 
pumping, irrigation, water distribution, training, control of production protocol, contracts with buyers, price setting with buyers, 
output transport to market, collection of vegetables, vegetable wholesale, vegetable retail, storage, pre-processing, 
packaging, labeling, sharing market information, renting shop and selling members’ output with a commission.  
349 Huaiyu Wang et al. /  Procedia Economics and Finance  2 ( 2012 )  344 – 352 
which could be called the farmers’ participation method. And, this design is different from the protocol 
provided directly by the government. Three groups distributed the documents to the members. All members in 
the three groups have the document and others have to take notes during training  
One group, the Tien Le safe vegetable production group, has joint marketing protocols on vegetable safety. 
The monitoring group checks the vegetables before they are sold in the market. It is an oral commitment rather 
than written documents. Two groups have joint control protocols on vegetable safety that were designed by 
CASRAD and CIRAD (Centre de coopération internationale en recherche agronomique pour le 
développement, France). In general, the majority of the groups don’t have joint marketing and control 
protocols on vegetable safety.  
The members in the groups commit themselves to following the rules and standards on safe vegetable 
production by oral or signed commitments. The share of oral versus signed commitments is almost half and 
half. Training, group meetings, inspections, communication and working in the field are the methods for 
making sure that the members are well informed on these standards as well as on how to follow them. For the 
groups with oral commitments, mutual trust is one important method for farmers to follow the rules and 
standards. 
4.2. Internal monitoring 
Internal monitoring exists in all groups implemented in different ways, such as group leaders’ observations 
and visiting farmers’ fields, control from technicians, mutual control across farmers in the same group and 
farmers’ sense of responsibility.  
In seven groups, the group leaders are in charge of supervising their members regularly and randomly at 
least once per week and a maximum of four times per week. However, no formal written record exists for the 
observations except in the Tien Le group. The head of the Tien Le group selected by voting is responsible for 
the observations and making daily records in a notebook.  
Adoption and usage of pesticide and fertilizer, soil preparation, cultivation and crop management are the 
main issues observed to deal with. Adoption of chemical fertilizer, the kinds of pesticide and its spraying as 
well as the time are the most important things to be observed in the field. Pesticide is the most important 
controlled factor probably due to public concern about its residues.  
In the three groups (Tang My, Dang Xa and Dao Duc) that supply a collective service to purchase both 
pesticide and fertilizer, there is a separate place provided by the cooperative for storage of bottles of 
chemicals. In the other groups, farmers are just asked to keep the chemicals in a clean place by themselves. 
Since there is no collective control, the bottles and packages of pesticide may be thrown away freely in the 
field (which is mentioned in one case).  
Not all inspectors get paid for their work, and around half of the groups give them compensation ranging 
from less than 100,000 VND/month (=6 US dollars) to 300,000 VND/month (=18 US dollars). In Tien Le 
cooperative, the inspectors got compensation of around 65,000VND (=4 US dollars) in the first 3 months from 
the district farming office (from the Superchain project). In Dang Xa cooperative, normally the technicians 
from the responsible committee of the cooperative are paid by the cooperative 150,000 VND/month (=9 US 
dollars) and by the Plant Protection Department 300,000 VND/month (=18 US dollars). In Dao Duc 
cooperative, 10% of the cooperative budget is used to pay the leader of the cooperative, who is also in charge 
of inspection. The salary of the head of Dao Duc cooperative is one million VND per month (=60 US dollars).  
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4.3. Enforcement 
In the survey, there is only one case, in Van Tri cooperative, where one farmer was excluded from the 
group due to not following the standards in 2003. Except for this, it is claimed that all members follow the 
standards. If a group member does not follow the standards, a warning in the group/cooperative meeting by 
the group leader or control committee is given, which is popular in the groups. Advice to farmers was also 
mentioned by three groups. In Tien Le, it is said that no purchase will be made from a violating household, 
and there is no sanction or other punishment to solve the problem when members do not follow the standards 
in other groups.  
5. Advantages and disadvantages of joining A farmer organization 
To be a member of a farmer organization, it is helpful to have access to technical knowledge and be 
familiar with the regulations and protocol by attending the training supervised by a technician and local 
officers. This is agreed widely. It is also easier to get support from the government at different levels because 
many government projects focus only on farmer organizations. In the Trung Na and Tien Le groups, it is 
mentioned that the cost of vegetable production is lower than before. Benefiting from using the label of the 
cooperative is one of the advantages for members in Dao Duc and Van Tri cooperatives. Members in Dong Xa 
cooperative agreed that marketing can be facilitated by collective action.  
But, for most groups, how to find more quality outlets for their production is still one of the difficulties to 
be solved. Although renting a stall or shop to sell collective products is a good way, the price is too high for 
most farmers to afford. The group heads hope the government will pay more attention to agriculture. Some 
farmers also complained that the price of safe vegetables is not significantly higher than that of normal 
vegetables and the group also lacks qualified joint investments such as a processing house and intrafield roads. 
In Van Tri, poor farmers are excluded since the share to be contributed is quite high. And, the members in 
Tang My thought there were no specific advantages and disadvantages to joining the group. 
6. Conclusions and recommendations 
For the farmers’ groups on safe vegetable production in Hanoi, most of them are created with the help of 
institutes and the local government and they are still very young. The size of a cooperative is bigger since it 
consists of several groups. The number of farming households involved in one farmer organization is 15-30 
households and they know each other well based on neighborhood relationships in the same hamlet over 10 
years. There are no strict rules for local farmers to apply to participate in a farmer organization. This kind of 
close social relationship is helpful for farmers to choose and recognize an organization and its members. It 
also makes mutual trust and mutual control for production possible and effective.  
Training is the most popular function and activity for groups as mentioned above. It is also the main and 
most effective way to publicize protocols to farmers. The most popular issue is IPM. Usually, there is at least 
one IPM training in one year in one group. The frequency of training depends on its supplier. Nevertheless, 
not all farmers participating in the training have received written documents. They usually comply with the 
rules and standards with or without a written commitment.  
The leader and the committee group of the farmer organization are quite important since they are 
responsible for most work, including internal control, enforcing, decision-making and working with institutes 
and governments. Whether the leader is qualified or not is significant for designing and implementing the 
functions and activities of the organization. However, few written records have been kept on their daily work. 
To some extent, the organizations are still in a kind of informal organization mechanism and do not produce 
many documents or regulations for the organization for the majority to subscribe to. In addition, bottles and 
packages of chemicals are kept properly if the organizations supply the purchasing service and a fixed place. 
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Basically, capacity building of the organizations is one of the key factors to strengthen the impact and improve 
the efficiency of collective action.  
Collective action mainly consists of training, control of production protocol and sharing market 
information. Training is implemented by all organizations and it is not only considered as one of the functions 
and activities of organizations but also an important activity for group governance and internal control. It can 
be concluded that farmers can manage safe vegetable production better and more easily if they are informed 
well on the protocols and regulations to follow. Training is an efficient way for this. The training organized by 
organizations is helpful for the government and institutes to improve farmers’ access to technology rather than 
working with individual and scattered farmers. Meanwhile, farmers also benefit from collective action.  
Moreover, training also belongs to ex ante control for enforcing. In general, farmers voluntarily follow 
rules and standards well and all farmer organizations adopted only warnings for enforcement. From one case 
in 2003, if a farmer did not follow safe vegetable production standards and did not want to correct his 
behavior after a warning, he was not allowed to stay in the organization.  
In conclusion, quality control in organizations is usually based on the reputation for the quality of their 
products, which is considered the most important factor for both farmers and organizations. Farmers depend 
on their sense of responsibility and organizations also pay attention to supervising and inspecting farmers’ 
behavior so as to keep and improve the reputation of the organization. Basically, this is a moral control rather 
than a formal mechanism control. That is why organizations are not completely sure that the vegetables from 
different sources are not mixed as most farmers are responsible for harvesting and delivery by themselves 
without external limitations and requirements.  
The help from institutes and the government as well as NGO projects is indispensable for the cooperatives 
and organizations of safe vegetables in Hanoi. Now, the organizations are just in the beginning period and 
there is not an obvious fixed model for reference, but they still have shown potential in quality control. The 
common reputation, mutual trust and control, supervising by leaders as well as training on related issues are 
popular methods that are efficient and suitable for local farmers at present.  
Members in the organizations with contracts with supermarkets, canteens and schools (i.e., Dao Duc and 
Ba Chu) contribute a higher share and develop better quality internal control by collective action. They can 
serve as examples for farmers to link with quality supply chains.  
With joint labeling of safe vegetable production on a package, it could be easier for consumers to 
distinguish safe vegetables from normal vegetables in the market and farmers could be more encouraged to 
improve their products because of a higher price. Dao Duc is a case. Since a good leader is a key factor for 
running an organization, some training focusing on group leaders can also be helpful for improving quality 
control by collective action.  
Finally, we recommend some further research based on our preliminary qualitative study. It would be 
useful to assess more systematically the efficiency of collective action in terms of vegetable safety, one 
indicator being pesticide residues. It would be good to relate the efficiency of collective action to the nature of 
regulations and the group, and to the benefits that the members derive from the group, in terms of marketing. 
The examples of Dao Duc and Ba Chu cooperatives suggest that groups in which members get the most 
benefits by selling in a collective way are the ones with the most elaborate systems of internal control. 
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